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M EDIA RELEASE May 18, 1988
SPELLBOUND UM LINGUISTICS CLASS NETS 
$3,000 SCHOLARSHIP FROM COMPUTER COMPANY
MISSOULA —
Franklin Computer Corp. of Westbury, N.Y., recently awarded 
a $3,000 scholarship to the University of Montana's Linguistics 
Program for a linguistic class' analysis and report on the 
company's electronic speller, "Spelling Ace."
"They never had asked a linguist to look at the speller," 
Robert Hausmann, linguistics professor at UM, said recently.
"Only mathematicians worked on it because the speller uses letter 
similarity and probability to limit the number of guesses for 
finding the correctly spelled word."
Promoted on the television game show "Wheel of Fortune," 
Spelling Ace got a good going over last fall by about 20 UM 
linguistics students and faculty members in Hausmann's generative 
phonology class.
Franklin Computers recently wrote to Hausmann explaining its 
plans for the scholarship to be awarded for one year to a UM 
linguistics student selected by Hausmann but not necessarily one 
who has worked with the Franklin speller.
Franklin says it has not committed to annual funding of the 
scholarship, but the scholarship is a "meaningful first step in 
creating a closer relationship between Franklin Computer
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Corporation and its personnel and the University of Montana's 
Linguistics Department and its professors and students," the 
corporation's director, George F. Hardy, wrote to Hausmann.
Last June, Hausmann wrote to ask Franklin Computers for a 
copy of Spelling Ace because he wanted his fall quarter 
linguistics class to study the often loose fit between the way 
English sounds and the way it's spelled.
For example, English has ten ways to spell the long-0 
sound, he explained. German and Spanish words are spelled much 
the way they're pronounced, so electronic spellers wouldn't be as 
useful for those languages. Hausmann also wanted his students to 
study the speller as a learning tool.
Franklin Computers sent him 30 spellers, one for each 
student, when the hand-held, calculator-like dictionaries were 
selling for about $100 apiece. Now they sell for about $60 each.
"As a class, we did a black-box experiment," Hausmann said. 
"We knew what it did, but we didn't know how it did it. We 
figured out how it worked and concluded that it had no 
linguistical sense. Instead of using possible spellings for 
incorrect spellings, it used a simple mathematical system.
"As well as the machine works, we decided it could be 
improved. We tried to use our knowledge of the English 
language s stucture to give Franklin programmers some ideas on 
how to make a good tool even better."




to all poor spellers, Hausmann said. His graduate assistants 
have used the electronic speller successfully in their basic 
composition classes for students to check their work before 
submitting final drafts.
The speller allows a person to enter a word to check its 
spelling. If it is misspelled, the speller returns a list of 
words the user was trying to spell. The most probable word 
appears first. The list of correctly spelled words is based on 
the assumption that the user will come close to the spelling of 
the target word in both the letters and also the number of 
characters. However, Hausmann explained, the user must recognize 
the desired word in the listed possibilities.
While the students examined the speller's second edition 
they came up with ideas that will have to wait for much later 
editions.
"We suggested various ways to make the speller smarter," 
Hausmann said. To do so, he explained, the engineers should 
build in a system of rules with possible spelling 
correspondences. The spellers should also be sensitive to 
dialect differences among users.
"Maybe some day there will be an edition that would let a 
person say a word and have its spelling printed out," he said.
For its contribution, the linguistics class listed every 
spelling for every sound in the English language. Hausmann 
drafted the 40-page report and included in it a history and
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nature of spelling.
Hausmann and. UM linguistics students are now examining 
Franklin's combined electronic dictionary and thesaurus, which 
sells for about $300, and will make suggestions on it as well.
The model they're studying is limited in what it will do,
Hausmann said, partly because of its smaller number of words and 
also because it takes longer to search its larger memory to find 
definitions, homonyms and synonyms.
While the linguistics class is studying Franklin's 
dictionary and thesaurus, it will also be thinking of new ways to 
use Franklin Computers' ability to process large amounts of 
language data.
"It is one thing to be able to show my students that their 
theoretical training has real-life application," Hausmann said. 
"But to have a corporation recognize the value of our work by 
awarding us a scholarship lets us know that we not only did a lot 
of work, but that we did good work that will benefit linguistics 
students and the future of the University's Linguistics Program."
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